Home from home: residents' opinions of nursing homes and long-stay wards.
To compare the levels of satisfaction expressed by residents of nursing homes with those of patients in geriatric long-stay wards. A structured satisfaction questionnaire containing 37 closed and two open questions was used to elicit responses from residents of nursing homes in the former South West Thames Regional Health Authority area. This was compared with a similar survey using the same questionnaire among patients in geriatric long-stay wards surveyed in 1989. respondents came from a sample of nursing homes chosen to be representative of both size and geographical location. Nursing homes were stratified by number of beds (1-19, 20-29, 30+) and clustered by location (to reflect the urban, semi-rural and coastal nature of the region). A random sample was drawn from each grouping (size and location) to yield a resident sample of 850 in 36 nursing homes. This figure was similar to the number of patients (808) in geriatric long-staywards surveyed in 1989. All eligible nursing home patients were assessed for physical dependency. Mental confusion was ascertained by the Abbreviated Mental Test Score (AMTS). Patients who scored three or less on the AMTS (indicative of severe confusion) or had dysphasia, profound deafness or concurrent serious illness were excluded from further study. 377 nursing home residents were able to complete the questionnaire and their answers were compared with those of 291 long-stay geriatric patients. The responses to the five themes--relations with staff, autonomy, amenities, privacy and social environment-show some minor differences between the two groups but what is more noticeable is the similarity of their views. This is important as much social policy assumes that the more 'homely' atmosphere of the nursing home should elicit higher levels of satisfaction than the 'institutional' setting of the hospital ward. We conclude that the difference between nursing homes and hospital wards in terms of their institutionalizing capacities is not as profound as policy-makers believe.